The trends in overweight and obesity between 1985 and 1997 were assessed in southwestern France using data from three independent, cross-sectional representative samples of the population aged 35 -64 y: 678 men and 645 women in 1985 -1987, 586 men in 1989 -1991, and 614 men and 569 women in 1995 -1997. Men had higher rates of overweight, whereas prevalence rates for obesity were similar between genders. In men, prevalence rates for overweight and obesity were respectively 50 and 10% in 1985 -1987, 49 and 13% in 1989 -1991, and 50 and 13% in 1995 -1997; in women, prevalence rates were respectively 26 and 11% in 1985 -1987 and 25 and 11% in 1995 -1997; only the prevalence of obesity increased significantly in men. In both genders, prevalence rates of overweight and obesity increased with age group. We conclude that overweight and obesity have remained relatively stable in southwestern France, but the reasons for such a stability remain to be assessed.
Obesity is a common clinical condition associated with an increased risk for cardiovascular disease, diabetes, hypertension and dyslipidaemia 1 and its prevalence has increased considerably over the last two decades in developed countries. 2 -4 In France, prevalence of obesity is still rather low and relatively stable. 5 Nevertheless, the information available for France dates back to 1991, and it is based on reported data. Thus, using data from three independent, cross-sectional population surveys conducted in southwestern France (Department of Haute-Garonne, with a population of ca 325 000 subjects aged 35 -64 y), we assessed the trends between 1986 and 1997 of overweight and obesity in middle-aged subjects.
The surveys were conducted by the Toulouse MONICA collaborating centre (MCC). 6 The initial survey started in May 1985 and ended in February 1987 and concerned 678 men and 645 women; the middle survey started in November 1988 and ended in May 1991 and concerned 586 men; the last survey started in December 1994 and ended in July 1997 and concerned 614 men and 569 women. Participation rates for men were 73, 65 and 67% for the initial, middle and last surveys, respectively; for women, the participation rates were 67 and 59% for the initial and last surveys, respectively. Screening included standardized questionnaires on personal data and measurements of body height and weight according to a standardized protocol. 7 Body mass index (BMI) was calculated as weight (kg)=height (m) 2 . Overweight was defined for a BMI ! 25 and < 30 kg=m 2 , and obesity for a BMI ! 30 kg=m 2 . Statistical analysis was performed using SAS V6.11 (SAS Institute, Cary, North Carolina, USA) and EpiInfo (CDC, Atlanta, USA) statistical software. Statistical significance was considered for P < 0.05.
There were no differences between surveys regarding age and BMI (Table 1) . Men had higher rates of overweight, whereas prevalence rates for obesity were similar between genders. In men, prevalence rates for overweight remained stable, whereas prevalence of obesity increased slightly, this increase being mainly due to age group 45 -54 y (Table 2) . Conversely, no significant trends were found in women (Table 1) . In both genders, prevalence rates of overweight and obesity increased with age (Mantel -Haenszel test adjusting for survey, P < 0.03 for men and P < 0.001 for women), and no trend was found for most age groups, excepting age group 45 -54 y in men (Table 2) .
Prevalence rates for overweight and obesity were slightly higher than those reported in a nationwide survey, 5 although other authors have shown that prevalence of obesity in southwestern France tends to be lower than in other French regions. 8 A possible explanation might be that, in the nationwide study, data on height and weight were reported from the subjects' statements; 5 since subjects tend to overestimate height and underestimate weight, 9 this would lead to a lower prevalence of overweight and obesity. Still, the prevalence of overweight in our study was comparable to that found in neighbouring countries such as Spain 10 or Switzerland, 11 but much lower than in the USA. 3 Conversely, the prevalence of obesity was slightly lower in our study than in Spain 10 or Switzerland, 11 possible explanations might be differences in mean age or in socio-economic status between surveys.
Prevalence of overweight and obesity remained relatively stable, with only a slight, borderline significant increase in the prevalence of obesity in men. Those findings are in agreement with other studies, 5 and the reasons for this stabilization are not straightforward. Possible explanations include the maintenance of physical activity levels and of dietary intake by this population during the study period; on-going studies might help to assess this point. Another possibility would be a sampling bias, overweight or obese subjects refusing more frequently to participate than nonobese; nevertheless, prevalence of overweight and obesity was lower among non-responders compared to responders, and taking into account data from non-responders did not change trends (data not shown). Finally, no significant increases in the prevalence of overweight and obesity were found for most age groups, except for men aged 45 -54 y. Those findings do not replicate those of other studies conducted in France, 5 Spain, 12 Belgium, 13 or the USA, 3 although the increase among age group 45 -54 y is consistent with other studies. 13 The reasons for such a differential increase are not straightforward and remain to be assessed. Data are presented as percentage and (number of overweight or obese subjects=all subjects in age group). Analysis performed by chi-square for women and by chi-square for trend in men: NS, not significant; *P < 0.05.
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